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Privacy id the Home: t

A developmental and situational analysis

.Douglas B. Sawin, Ross D. Parkb, and Sue,D4celi....

In recent years-ther.e has been'an-increasing interest in the interaction

between man:s phys.ical environment and his social behavior (Altman, 1973;
.

Ittelson, Pro§hansky, Rivlin, & Winkel,.1974; Moos & Insel, 1974). In s dies .

involving children, this interest'has been reflected in research on rowding/

(Loo, 1973; McGrew, 1972), adult reactions to children's invas n of their

. personal space (Fry-,& Willis, 1971), children's interoberson 1 distancing

(Aillo & Jones, 1971; Evans & 'Howard, ,1973; Pedersen, 73) , and .patterns of
, .. .

spaoe utilization among institutionalized children '(Wolfe & Aivlin,. 1972).
. .

SliTprisingly,, there has been relativO.y little research concerning patterns of

space utili4ation among family. members in the physical context of the home

(Altman, Nelson. & 1972), and no data concerning how the home environment

is utilized to establish and maintain personal space .4nd.privacY. Though some

attention has been paid to children's conceptions of privacy (Wolfe & Laufer,

1974),. neither the. rues which regulate privacy in the home situation; nor the

manner in which priv is achieveld in home contexts have been investigated.

The purpose of this eport is to present descriptive data on the developmental

and situational fac ors that are related to children's use of privaty rules

and privacy marker in the regula ion of family meMbers' access to personal

.space areas/ of t home environment.

Privacy w s opeeationallized for this research-as the extent to which access

to space in the ome environ ent was limited by the inci al occupant of that

space. We'exem ned childr n's use of physical mar ers (e.g.,.closed doors)
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and social rules (e.g., knocking requirements, access restrictions) to a ve

peiva4yrin their bedrooms and bathrooMsN In addition,to examining privacy

a function of age,*physical maturation, and sex, several modifying.situational

4 400
and socialization variables were examined:. These axe age and sex of person seeking

access, activities being engaged in, size:of home, site of family, family

density and maternal 4.-hild rearing practices.

.

The subjects were 112'children ranging in age from 2 to 17 years who

were from 48 middle-class families participating in the Fels Longitudinal

Study. The data regarding privacy habits in the home were obtained by A

questionnaire adapted from an earlier, version by Altman,-Nelson, and Lett (1972).

The questionnaire consisted of items dealing with the use and regulation of

. /

.various rooms in the house. Questions concerning the bedr, d bathroom,

. t J
are relevant to this paper. For both rooms, the following information was

secured: (1)- use of the rooms by family members,' (2) door practices (open

Vs., closed)', (3) door knock rules, and (4) access rules. Specification of

the age and sex of both the occupant and individualeeking access were noted .

-

for. each *se. The time required to complete the questionnaVe was approxi-,

mately 35-40 minutes.

The quetionnaire was sent to the families and returned by mall. A.

separate section on bedroom and batyroom practices was'fllled out for eac

child. Parents were informed that the questionnaire concerned Vlbays in w ich

space inyour home is typically organized and used." Return rate was 85%.

There was no systematic bias in terms of fAmily type among the non-participants

An effort vms made to insure an approximately even distribution ofespondents.

at.weach age of child level and for sex of child.

The items of primary interest for this report are the questions

concerning the child's use of closed doors as 'privacy markers, use of knock

rules for parents and siblings and whLther other family.members were,permitted

access to the child's bedroom and. bathroom.

/13 if I) 4
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The responses to the items were treated as binary variables and

were submitted to analyses of variance or point bi-serial correlational

./
analyses. Only a sample of the findings will be presented in this first

report, though all of the findings reported here are significant at.the

p<:.05 level or less.

.-
Children's chronological age was consistently related to their

use of closed doors, knock rules and access limitations. .This wastrue

in both the bedroom and the bathroom (Fig..), and for parents as we\11Nas

siblings (Fig. 2). On thes'e graphs note that the greatest jump in restricted

bathroom access occurs during early adolescence. While there ate several

possible explanations for increases in privacy occurring at this time in

children's lies, we felt that one of these was surely children's .physical

maturity -- especi
!ally

the appearance of secondary sex characteristics.

With this hypothesis in mind we examined the Fels Physical Growth Data for the

children between 9 and 16 years of age and found that increasing physical

maturity in adolescence as measured by skeletal age with chronological

age partialled out-, was significantly correlated with greater use of privlacy,

particularly ill the bathroom. For example; while engaged personal--

bathroom -activities, more physically mature adoleScents kee the bathroom

door closed (r=.29). and are more likely to restrict the access of other

family members (e.g., mother not allowed in bathroom while child is bathing;

r=.38).

It had been expected hat girls,would be more private than boys.

In general, however, the differences between boys' and girls' use of privacy

were consistently significant only when the sex of the person seeking access

and the age of the children are also considered (Fig. 3).
0
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For parents' knot ing on their children's bedrOpm doors (see pg.

"Th

highest incidence of knocking is for fathers di theirtqughtLeslear?cm
S (

while knocking on their son's doors is less, re,cluent and spila.F,17 of fathers and
Th

P .
, .t ,

L..! . .

mothers..Mothersrappearrto make little dittinction between sons "arid daughter's
. .. :-. < ....

.

r

,

.,. .---1--I-Ar:".77--
4.

'in their knocking cril bedroom doors; but knctck,more.frequently.on s bathroom i.>.,

,

.

, " ,,
4

-,.

..)s7N,
.:....,

,

doors .than on daughters'.
. 1,

-
/

<:-..

ACcess to the. bathroom shows similar cross -pet (interaction effect. (see Piet
.4

the

doors=, 1

"\

child%en are engaged in personal bathroom activities, a c c ale§ ste their
44.s.

batthroom is, restricted mcist:-frequAtly'for brothers and faftrs by girls and for

:-.sisterLand rs b bo s', When the same sex sib ng or parent is seeking
-

aAcess, rNterctions are less Tr lent. These cress ex interactian effects
/

showed develqpmental-trends,as we V. We oUnd that....t1). grea'test increase the
' 1. (

a
Os'

..

percentage of girls reporting restricted access fath rs was in tho-aga

si

rom 10 while the greatestincre in the percentiage -oaf 36ip
.

porting, excluvtiness occnrre .nge from 14 to 617, at w

Lt imez_b4c4fs- with is as oldei-&ris are with the'ft4----,..4,1

.

fathers.

Another modifier" of ,chilitren's privacy behav r is the type of activity

being engaged in while pfivacy is being sou (betF'g. 6). The effects of this
N;,\

7

.

factor, too, showed agetrefated trends. 1 example, younger children (2-5)

appear to make few distinctions among.bathroom'activities infestablishing

bathroom access patterns for parents. Ian contrast, among older adolesCents

(14-17) bathroom access restrictions are mast frequently imposed during toilet

use, somewhat less frequently during bathing and dressing, arkl most infrequently

while grooming. A

S

In general then, our findings indicate that priVacy is a developmental

variable, that the course of development is different for boys and girls, and

for situations involving different activities. When the development of privacy

lych. tor is considered in the context of parent-child dyads, it appears that the

0 0
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. . -5-
1,

,socialization qf, girls' priv4cy habits in regard to their fathers begins quite

early, and that the so-cializatiop of boys' privacy habits occurs later and is '

.

less.specifit d'the sex of_ his parent. Different rates.of maturation,may '

also play a role in these, sex aqd age 'interactions. Secondly,.as privacy

behaviors increrse with age, they become morediscriminating in terms of the

type of personal activity involved. We view these
'developmentals1.

patternS

as a function o' -the'qn-going socialization of children's privacy habits,

". of the emergence of the mare obvious secondary sex characteristiscs, and
4

children's increasing awareness of other persons' awarenesSof them.

Several other factors proveS\to be determinants of children's privacy.

The size of the home is one of he (Fig. 7). Thbugh we had expected gieater

privacy in-smaller homes, we Daund that the proportion of children reporting
. .

keeping,heir bedroom and bathroom 'doors closes was positively related to the

number of rooms in the house. This agsociation was found for other Pilical
. .

. -

. -4

ce,!yariables as well. It appears, then that less privacy is afforded children

in smaller homes with fewer faciliti'es.
4s.

',..Family size was also examined, but unexpectedly, failed to yield consistent

associations with pr:ivacyr However, a variable, we derived from family site and

home size that'we labeled Family Density (see Fig. 8) was found to be an important

determinant of privacy. FiArst, we defined Family Density in the,following way:

' LoW Density = smaller familles in larger homes

.

Moderate Density = staler 'families in smaller hdmes
larger families in larger, homes

1

--, High Denitj =Jarger families, in smaller homes.
. .

,.
Al, can be seen in Figure.9, there is a U-shaped curvilinear relation between

, .

.

.

family den..':sity and children's privacy. Higher levels of restricted'bathroom
.,

'

access were reported by children in.low and in high density homes and fewer

bathroom access restrictions were,rtorted by the children in moderately dense

homes.- This relatlonship suggests th., both thg amount of space available in

1 3
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which one may b't% private and the psychological need for privacy in highly dense

contexts contribute to higher, levels of privacy use by children.

Finally, in order to determine whether our privacy data related in

0

sensible ways to the ongoing socialization in the home, we examined the relatiOn-

between maternal child rearing variables and cldren's privacy. For the

maternal behavMral variables; we utilized the- mothers scores.orit the Fels

4

Parent Behavior Rating Scales.that are based on observations of the mothers
1

with their children at regul4t intervals from infancy through seven years of

ag.e. These are ongoing asses

The pattern of associations we obtained is represented by the following sample

4

ents made independently of the privacy Measures.

-

of, correlations between pairs of privacy and maternal variables for two to

seven year old subjects:

1. Children keeping their bedroom doors open ring recreational

activities or during entertaining of friend. Was positively

related to gratings of the restrictiveness' regulations imposed"

by mothers (r=.38) and to the severity of a tual punishments

imposed bymothers in cases of misconduct ( =.63).

2. Children keeping the bathrol door open whi

related to the affectionateness of their mo

e grooming was positively

her (r=.3e

3. Similarl, keeping the bathroom door open w ile dressing

was positively related to the mother's tend ncy to be.

approving in her Critical reactions to her c

4. However, keeping the bathroom door openyhil bathing was

negatively, related to ratings of the mother's general protective-
...4

ness (r=.42). It has been suggested.Mhat this relationship

- may be a rdsult of protective mothers cautioni their children

to guard themselves from drafts and thus from ca thing colds!

5. Finally, parents, rathe than the child, deciding whether

the child's hdroclm door.is.to be -left open' or clo ed was

9 0 j 7
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positively related to ratings of the coersiveness of th'e

mother's suggestions to the child (r=.28).

In general, then, these child rearing data yield a pattern in which

it appears that restrictive and coersive mothers exercise more control over

children's privacy habits, and affectionate and approving mothers have

children who are less private during pe.Y,sona11. activities.

In closing, let me point out that this, examination of the development

of privacy in4childhood has provided an excellent Verhicle for demonstrating

, .

the importance of considering the interactions of developmental, situational,

44,

physical space, and socialization variables in the development of children's

social behavior. Finally, these findings indicate the usefulness of a multi-
-42

assessment approaci including physical growth measures, situational measures,

behavioral measures and in-situ oliservatipnaf measures for evaluating these

Attracticin effects on children's development.
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1. 4A more detailed version of this paper is available from Rags D. Parke,
' Fels Research Institute, Yellow Springs, Ohio 45387.
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